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James J. Hill donated $25,000 to Wesley College
President Robertson softened Mr. Hill's attitude toward North Dakota

BISMARCK, North Dakota, April 10, 2018 / North Dakota News Service / – Railroad tycoon 
James J. Hill's donation to Wesley College in 1908 had not been the first donation he had 
made to Grand Forks educational institution.  According to Louis Geiger's University of the 
Northern Plains (1958), Mr. Hill donated $1,000 to the University Maintenance Fund of the 
1895-1896 school year.

1895 had been an important year in the history of the University of North Dakota because that
was the year when the university was hit with a 78% budget cut, with no salary for the faculty 
at all.  The University of Montana had not only offered the presidency to UND's President 
Merrifield, but offered to employ UND's entire faculty.  UND and its friends scrounged money 
to keep it running, and support from Grand Forks was so strong that President Merrifield 
would decline Montana's offer.

The following text is found on pages 39-40 of the Robertson Manuscript*:

“Mr. Hill was a man of amazing energy and very human.  I met him for the
first time, on occasion of his coming to Grand Forks in 1905 to speak at a 
drainage convention. He spoke to the University students at morning 
convocation, reciting personal experiences of his first trip to Grand Forks 
with dog teams and sled.  I met him at the close of convocation.  The 
Commercial Club planned to have him, with a small group of directors, at 
evening dinner, and had asked me to speak their complimentary 
welcome.  At near the hour he was reported to have excused himself from
the proposed meal on the plea of being tired, and to have gone to his 
private car standing at the depot.  I summoned courage to go to his car to 
seek an interview and solicit a contribution to Wesley College.”



Mr. Hill received me cordially and entered readily into conversation about 
the college and the plan of affiliation with the university.  As we talked he 
walked back and forth and went over the whole plan with amazing 
thoroughness and comprehension.  In concluding the visit he said, “You 
have a wise plan here.  When I go home I will send you $5,000 and when 
you are ready to campaign for the larger sum which you will need, come 
and see me.  I will help you.”

Mr. Hill had taken a keen interest in North Dakota politics.  He was very angry over the results 
of the 1906 election that brought Progressives into power in North Dakota, and subsequent 
actions of the Legislature against the Great Northern Railroad.  Mr. Hill was so angry that when
his friend N. G. Larimore came to his St. Paul office to promote Wesley College, Mr. Hill 
launched into a tirade against North Dakota, expressing “his utter refusal to do anything more 
for any institution within the hostile state”.

Forewarned about Mr. Hill's attitude, President Robertson visited Mr. Hill in 1908 on the way 
back from a trip to the Methodist General Conference in Baltimore.

“I decided that at the first moment when he might stop to take breath, I 
would start in and not stop till I had told my story and reminded him of 
his inviting me to come to him.  It worked – and just that way.”

His first sentence after asking me what I wanted, was an emphatic refusal 
to do anything more for a state so unfair and hostile.  I got an opening 
and told him that not all people were unfair and stated some of my own 
late utterances on railroad matters, and without stopping for breath I 
wound up by saying, “Mr. Hill, you told me to come.”  In an instant his 
whole attitude changed to kindly solicitude.  In the voice of a father he 
inquired, “Well, how have you been getting along, anyhow?”

In not more minutes than it takes me to write this account he promised 
$25,000, toward a sum of $150,000, which we succeeded in raising.  He 
paid that $25,000...”

During a later conversation in 1910, the Robertson Manuscript reports Mr. Hill as saying, 
“Don't try to persuade students to leave one church to go to another, for they are not likely 
thereafter to be of much account in either.”  James J. Hill is said to have made more oral 
promises of funding for Wesley College, but they came to nothing once the “Empire Builder” 
died in 1916.  Meanwhile, this railroad tycoon's sentiment of religious tolerance would be 
sorely tested by the Great War and a wave of extremism unleashed in its aftermath.



* The full name for the Robertson Manuscript is “The Story of the Affiliation of Wesley 
College with the University of North Dakota”, President Edward P. Robertson, 16 February 
1935, University Archives 63, UND Special Collections, Chester Fritz Library.  This document
can also be found online at the following address: 
https://mediterraneanworld.files.wordpress.com/2018/03/ua-63-wesley-college-
affiliation_web.pdf

This press release is the fifth in a series of historical essays about Wesley College.  If you 
would like more information, please call Andrew Alexis Varvel at (701) 255-6639 or e-mail 
him at mr.a.alexis.varvel@gmail.com 
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